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Rep. Tymniak Wants to End “Mental Retardation” Stigma 
 

 
Urges change in state mental retardation agency 

to more positive name 
 
State Rep. Cathy C. Tymniak, R-133, has urged the state 
Department of Mental Retardation (DMR) to change its 
name to remove the stigma associated with mental 

retardation and to convey the department’s expanding mission beyond mental retardation. 
 
Rep. Tymniak noted, for example, that the department is launching a program, which she 
has long advocated, to assist adults with autism, which is distinct from mental retardation. 
 
Rep. Tymniak also invited residents in southwestern Connecticut to submit suggestions 
they may have for a name change, at www.dmr.state.ct.us/NameChange.htm. 
 
Rep. Tymniak, who has long been active in children’s and disability issues, delivered her 
testimony to an informational DMR Name Change Forum, September 7, 2006 at the 
Legislative Office Building in Hartford. 
 
She also voted in committee during the 2006 session on proposed legislation to change 
the name of the department. 
 
Rep. Tymniak said, “The department serves a large population of Connecticut citizens, 
not only people with lower intellectual capacity, but also others such as adults with 
autism who are not mentally retarded.  
 
She added, “Changing the name of the department would remove the negative 
connotation and encourage more families to seek the department’s assistance.” 
 
“A more positive and respectful description of the department would better denote its 
wider role in serving Connecticut citizens who have disabilities,” said Rep. Tymniak. “I 
believe we should move ahead with the name change as expeditiously as possible.” 
 
The final version of legislation approved this year begins the process of considering the 
name change and will bring recommendations to the legislature for action in 2007.  
 
Public Act 06-92 (HB 5478), An Act Concerning the Department of Mental Retardation 
passed the Connecticut State Legislature this session and requires DMR to solicit input 



regarding a name change for the Department from clients and families receiving services 
provided by the department, advocates of person with mental retardation and other 
interested parties. DMR is required to submit a report of findings and recommendations, 
including the cost of any recommended name change, to the Governor, the Office of 
Policy and Management and the Public Health Committee not later than January 1, 2007.  
  
Mental Retardation Definition 
By law, mental retardation is "significantly subaverage general intellectual functioning 
existing concurrently with deficits in adaptive behavior and manifested during the 
developmental period." "Significantly subaverage general intellectual functioning" means 
a person scores more than two standard deviations below the mean (69 or lower) on a 
standardized intelligence quotient test. "Adaptive behavior" means how well a person 
meets the standards of personal independence and social responsibility expected of 
someone of his age and cultural group (that is, the person needs much more assistance in 
adaptive behavior tests than others his age). Mental retardation must first manifest itself 
before a person turns age 18 (CGS § 1-1g). 
 
Why a possible Name Change?  
There has been a movement among advocates and others to use respectful language when 
referring to individuals with disabilities. For example, the President's Committee on 
Mental Retardation was renamed the President's Committee for People with Intellectual 
Disabilities in 2003. (The Committee is addressing the same population as in the past 
under what they consider a more acceptable name.) Part of our consideration will involve 
contemplating how a suggested new name will withstand time in regards to evolving 
perspectives and perceptions that are constantly changing. 
 
Public thoughts are important  
The Department is in the process of designing a questionnaire to gather input that will 
allow an educated and informed recommendation on this important issue. The 
questionnaire should not be viewed as a "vote" but rather as an opportunity to present 
thoughts, concerns, ideas and the implications of any potential name change. The 
questionnaire will be available online as well as distributed by mail, handed out at 
various family forums, advocacy and advisory meetings. There is also the intention to 
have at least one opportunity this fall for statewide public input in a public forum format 
at the Legislative Office Building in Hartford. Department staff then will compile and 
evaluate all submissions and make an executive decision and recommendation to the 
Legislature as to if the name should be changed, if so to what, and any fiscal implications 
of a potential name change. 
 
Rep. Tymniak serves the 133rd Assembly District of Fairfield and Westport in the state 
House of Representatives. She has served for many years on the legislature’s Children’s 
Committee and continues to be active with various families and organizations working on 
children’s and disability concerns. 


